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Book Review: Sticks and Stones: The
Philosophy of Insults, by Jerome Neu.
Margaret Urban Walker

Department of Philosophy, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ
A book about insults might be very funny, or not very funny at all. Jerome Neu’s book ranges widely over the
territory. He discusses and includes many amusing verbal assaults and also ponders the ways that insults,
intended and unintended, can or might try to humiliate, dominate, and hurt. The book is subtitled ‘The
Philosophy of Insults’, but the discussion is not highly regimented either in method or in defense of decisive
general conclusions. Instead, the book roams enjoyably over its terrain with a philosopher’s eye for distinctions,
offering philosophical and practical insights into insults with support from law, psychology, sociology,
anthropology, ethology, and Freud. It is engagingly and fluidly written, with nuance and wit.
The opening chapter is a tour de force in examining the interpersonal, intrapersonal, and social complexities of
insults. Insult is a communicative assault that is often but not always verbal. Does the assault lay in the intention
of the insulter or in the feelings of the target? Either or neither, Neu explains; he deftly parses ‘the interplay of
intentions and understandings and sensitivities, in both the insulter and the insulted’ that determines whether
insult, as act or experience, has occurred (p. 10). One may insult intentionally or unintentionally; when insult is
not intentional it still might not be excusable, since unintended insult can be negligent, insensitive, or

presumptuous. As there are intended insults not intended for the ears of the one insulted, there are intended
and unintended direct insults not registered as such by those insulted, because they miss the point, or do not
speak the language, or take it in jest. There are recognized insults that do not wound as intended when the
target of insult expects no better or holds the source in dismissive contempt. Being insulted, Neu warns, is
ambiguous between ‘a psychological state or a social condition (which in turn one may or may not be aware of)’
(p. 8). Social conventions and cultural norms set objective (although sometimes contested) standards for
insulting speech or conduct, whether or not the insulted or insulter are parties to those understandings. The
intention behind a remark can make it insulting when otherwise intended it would not be so; the framing of
insulting material in certain ritualized or stylized contexts (joking, teasing) can render the insult a form of play
(although such protective frames can abruptly shatter, and conflict ensue). Neu believes there is no unique
feeling of being insulted, although anger, dejection, and disappointment are common emotional reactions to
insult taken. Neu also thinks we can feel insulted without being aware that we feel insulted, just as we can be
unaware that we are jealous. Imagined insults are, of course, common, but feeling insulted is not being insulted
(as a social condition).
What, then, can be said in general about the phenomenon of insult? ‘To insult is to assert or assume dominance,
either intentionally claiming superiority or unintentionally revealing lack of regard. To be insulted is to suffer a
shock, a disruption of one’s sense of self and one’s place in the world’ (p. vii). For Neu, ‘[w]hat we react to in
insult is … a kind of injury, having specifically to do with expectations of attention and respect’ (p. 29). The
expectations on which insult hinges are normative, rather than predictive, ones; it is not expectations of how we
will be treated, but expectations of how we should be treated that, when violated, set us up for the ‘shock’ of
insult (which need not be a surprise). It may be going a bit far to say that ‘In insult, the self–one’s moral identity,
the core conditions of both self-respect and self-esteem–is under assault …’ (p. 29). Not all insults cut us to the
quick. They do, though, raise a question about how well, and with whom, our normative expectations are
coordinated.
The early chapters take up male contests over honour and masculinity, such as duelling, with an extended
discussion of ‘the dozens’, an insult ritual among young African-American men. A chapter entitled ‘Assault from
the Rear’ brings psycho-analytic readings to the curiously prominent role of ‘ass’ in gibes that claim or challenge
status and honour among men. Whether or not one goes in for Freud, it will be hard to hear ‘up yours!’ (and
many other commonplace retorts involving the posterior) the same way again after reading this. A chapter on
abusive language, especially in Shakespeare, reminds us of the almost magical power human beings seek or feel
in words. Words can also become the scene of legal wrangles. Three chapters of the book take up insult and the
law, asking when words should be legally actionable deeds in virtue of what is said and where it is said. The first
discusses fighting words, obscenity, and hate speech; another, libel and slander; and a third, blasphemy. These
chapters are principally about constitutionally protected speech in the American context, and the chapters are
richly illustrative of the competing considerations at issue in restricting speech where there is a presumption of
liberty. Neu stays with a standard Millean position that the value of free expression to individuals and to the
‘marketplace of ideas’, together with practical problems of demarcation and enforcement, argue against
restrictions, although not decisively in every case (p. 154). A chapter on insult humour nicely explains the
‘collusion’ such humour necessarily requires, and a final chapter reflecting on varied connections among
understanding, excusing, forgiving, and forgetting is insightful.
Neu’s focus on male contests and competitions by means of insult — European duelling, the dozens among
African-American boys, Brazilian briga, Turkish boys’ rhyming insult rituals — imparts a certain unity to his
account. Neu claims that ‘universal’ contest and competition argues for ‘a fundamental human need’ to play for
honour and glory (p. 71), yet he does not explore here whether or how female humans play for it. The
philosophy of insults needs to inquire whether women wield insult — clearly aggression in all intentional cases

— for rank and honour of a sort, to assuage sexual anxieties, or to consolidate sexual identity or feminine
solidarity, or whether women play a game with different stakes, or do not play this kind of game at all. A
footnote cites two sources on ‘the general neglect of women’s voices’ in the kinds of early studies of male insult
games that Neu uses (p. 68, n 5), but the neglect is not remedied here. Women appear throughout Neu’s text as
the target or subject of insults by and among men but women’s own uses and practices of insult are absent.
Neu attends to socially normative regimes of insulting treatment, such a those entailed by entrenched sexism,
racism, or ethnic prejudice, throughout the book, and most so in his discussions of hate speech and insult
humour. The routine and often socially acceptable treatment of members of socially subordinated or
marginalized groups in insulting (as well as controlling, coercive, and violent) ways raises other questions for
Neu’s account. If dominance is assured, what role do extensive patterns of insulting treatment (such as the racial
‘etiquette’ of the past in the white American South) serve, from the dominator’s point of view? How do so many
(but not all) of those effectively subordinated retain a lively capacity to be insulted by intentionally demeaning
forms of treatment to which they are systemically subjected? How are their self-respecting normative
expectations secured? Neu considers excessive servility and arrogance as two ways to be immune from insult (p.
vii), but to be alive to insult under certain conditions is something to be explained.
Routinized insult and socially prescribed subordination also poses a question for Neu’s Millean defense of free
speech. A central form of insulting treatment (and one that also injures) is epistemic dismissal or devaluation:
the experience and testimony of members of socially subordinate or marginalized groups is excluded or carries
little weight. So Neu might consider how freely ideas are traded in that marketplace of ideas, and whether ‘more
speech’ from those who can safely be ignored or ridiculed can really be an effective remedy for hateful and
abusive speech directed at them. If ‘[f]reedom of expression is itself a part of human dignity’ (p. 209), this works
both ways. If social toleration of aggressively contemptuous public displays towards some kinds of people either
intimidates or shames them into silence, or contributes to an atmosphere of pervasive disregard of their
credibility or viewpoints, their Millean project of individual self-culture is crippled and their experiments in living
will not be able to compete for attention nor contribute to common life.
Neu hopes the philosophy of insults helps us to see ‘how to live in the world with the many others who impinge
on our boundaries, to think about how much we should put up with those who would put us down’ (p. viii). His
book is an original and illuminating response to that challenge.

